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SUBJECT: Early Alert Options 

 

 During the October 2016 AAC meeting, the council requested an update on the discussion 

of the Early Alert vendor renewal process that was discussed at length during the August 2016 

retreat.  An item had been prepared for TAC (see Attachment I) outlining the discussion and 

recommendation from each campus following AAC review at the retreat.  Additionally, a meeting 

with Dr. Rush and Dr. Kramer in advance of the TAC October Retreat was coordinated to assess 

the system direction from the Executive Director.  Dr. Rush supported exploring an approach that 

would allow for pricing options with Hobson’s that would include just BHSU, DSU, NSU and 

SDSM&T.  Hobson representatives were asked to provide reduced pricing structure for potential 

contract renewal including just these four institutions which was provided the week of October 17.  

Currently, for the six Regental institutions the total subscription cost is $180,005.  Through the 

removal of USD and SDSU with the highest FTEs, the yearly subscription would be reduced to 

$90,000.  When applied against the current allocations (minus USD & SDSU) the average increase 

per campus would be roughly $5,000 (see Table 1).  Some of these numbers would change if 

applied against the Fall 2016 enrollments. 

            

Table 1 

Institutional Costs for Hobson’s Early Alert Solution 

Institution 

Current 

Starfish Cost 

Allocation 

Percentage of 

Current 

Allocation 

Percentage 

of Future 

Starfish 

Contract 

Total Yearly 

Cost 

Additional 

Institutional Cost 

USD $49,225 27.4%    
SDSU $62,149 34.5%    
SDSM&T $14,149 7.9% 20.6% $18,554 $4,405 

NSU $17,259 9.6% 25.1% $22,633 $5,374 

BHSU $15,526 8.6% 22.6% $20,360 $4,834 

DSU $21,697 12.1% 31.6% $28,453 $6,756 

 $180,005   $90,000 $21,369 

 

https://www.sdbor.edu/administrative-offices/academics/aac/Documents/2016-08-AAC/7_AAC0816.pdf
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 As a part of this reduced system cost, Hobson’s also proposed supplemental consulting to 

be included with an additional 25 hours of consulting to facilitate constructive conversation 

moving forward, with a goal of further assisting the institutions in ensuring the system is helping 

them to the fullest benefit.  The cost for this would be $5,000, bringing the total renewal to $95,000 

and these consulting hours would not be tied directly to the project of re-establishing the tenant 

environment and if there were any additional hours, they can be used for up to a year after purchase.  

Overall, Hobson’s is proposing the following for consideration for the four remaining institutions.   

 

- Renewal Subscription (for BHSU, SDSM&T, NSU, and DSU only) = $90,000/year 

- 50 Consulting hours for the purpose of optimizing the use of Starfish = $9,000 

- 2 Days on-site Training - $3,600 

- 25 Consulting hours for ongoing work with a Consultant to ensure continued success 

= $5,000 

 

- Total Renewal Cost: $107,600 

 

 AAC members should be prepared to discuss the proposed pricing structure and interest in 

coordinating further negotiations with Hobsons.  Additionally, this individual divergence from the 

current direction outlined in BOR Policy 7:6 Technology Purchases should not be construed as a 

change in the direction outlined by the Board when it comes to system technology solutions.   

 

https://www.sdbor.edu/policy/documents/7-6.pdf
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 Starfish was fully implemented in 2013 as the Board of Regents’ Early Alert 

System.  The initial term of the 5-year agreement end March 31, 2017.   We must provide 

Starfish-Hobson notice by 3/1/17 if we do not plan to renew the current contract.  The Starfish 

Committee completed a renewal survey in July 2016.  In response to the survey results, Hobsons 

scheduled onsite visits with four of the six state universities and RIS, SDSU and USD did not 

participate.  Hobson’s findings are included with the renewal questionnaire summary in the 

August AAC Retreat Agenda item for Starfish. We have attached the Starfish-AAC0816 item as 

Attachment I. 

 

 The outcome of AAC discussion provided by Dr. Turman is summarized below: 

 

 BHSU – Desire to retain an early alert solution and supports continuing to use 
Starfish 

 DSU – Desire to retain an early alert solution and supports continuing to use 
Starfish.  In particular, believes they have invested considerable time in Starfish and 
does not want to explore other options. 

 NSU – Desire to retain an early alert solution and would be willing to retain Starfish 
but would be open to evaluating other options. 

 SDSM&T – No interest in retaining an early alert solution of any kind. Note: this 
position was revised after the September 21st Starfish Committee meeting.  Current 
position is SDSM&T will have an early alert system and is evaluating whether Starfish 
or alternative structures and processes will best support campus needs. 

 SDSU – Preference to use Grades First which is a feature included as a base product 
in EAB’s Student Success product.  

 USD – Preference to use Grades First which is a feature included as a base product in 
EAB’s Student Success product.  

 

Those with an interest to continue using Starfish inquired whether the contract being 

renewed in the spring of 2017 could be renegotiated to include just the four campuses.  If not, 

then they are willing to explore other vendors and evaluate costs.  Given SDSU and USD have 

explored alternate software solutions, direction is needed regarding how to proceed from a cost 

and service perspective. 
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 During their most recent visit, issues were surfaced with the Starfish-Hobsons 

representatives.   Starfish-Hobsons has provided a summary and proposal to address some of 

those key concerns.  

 

Top Ten takeaways from onsite meetings with BHSU, SDSM&T, NSU, and DSU (SDSU and 

USD declined the invitation to speak with them): 

 

1. Training / Sharing of Best Practices – It seemed that every institution could benefit from 

training to familiarize users with how the system works, especially since some campuses 

have lost their Starfish Admins. 

 

2. Faculty Adoption – Stronger leadership on campus to drive use of Starfish with faculty 

will allow students the best opportunity to succeed.   

 
3. No clear Starfish owner on some campuses –  Training will help, but each campus should 

have at least one Superuser who has a good understanding of Starfish, can remain up-to-

date with new feature releases, and can meet with Starfish-Hobsons on an ongoing basis 

to ask questions and discuss best practices. 

 

4. Setup/Configuration/Underutilization of important features – This is an item that can be 

resolved through training, as well as potentially working with a consultant and other 

institutions to learn best practices.   

 
5. System control balanced with individual campus needs/desires – Starfish-Hobsons wants 

to engage at the institution level to ensure the institutions recognize they have resources 

within Starfish-Hobsons, as well as at the system level for any questions or concerns. 

 

6. Desire for more direct contact between Hobsons/Campuses –  They want to make sure 

Universities feel completely supported by Starfish-Hobsons and know they can always 

reach out for support or with questions as needed. 

 
7. Lack of responsiveness from Starfish-Hobsons (service and product) – Our Account 

Manager is the point of contact for any support ticket escalations.  Starfish-Hobsons 

understands this was an issue in the past, but anticipate this will no longer be an item of 

concern going forward. 

 
8. Departments outside of Advising, and Instructors not using – Getting more departments 

and faculty involved in the use of Starfish will help the system work to its greatest 

potential and provide the greatest impact. 

 
9. Not leveraging system data to create flags – Too much manual work is being done due to 

integration issues at the system level.  Resolving integration issues should allow for more 

automated work, relieving users of manual tasks within Starfish. 
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10. PAR awareness and Starfish impact needed – Predictive analytics are important, and 

Starfish-Hobsons want SD to be aware of options available in this area to further assist in 

our work to help the students succeed and graduate. 
 

After several follow up conversations with the Starfish committee, RIS office, and internally, we 

identified three areas we can target to help Starfish work better for each institution, hoping to 

remove the current struggles: 

 

1. Rework the Integration – The current integration set-up is the source for many of users 

feeling the system takes too much time, isn’t easy to make changes, and is outdated 

because new features were too difficult to enable.  Hobsons would work with the South 

Dakota Board of Regents as a development partner to build out a stronger integration, 

which would allow for quicker and easier adjustments to the integration and allow for a 

more up-to-date Starfish.   

 

2. Create Power Users and Reintroduce Starfish – Many users expressed the desire to know 

more about how Starfish works in order to be able to do more with the system.  We 

propose a two-day onsite training in Pierre with a Starfish Consultant, bringing key users 

from each campus together to allow for system-wide training and create a group of super 

users to help ensure there is always someone on campus who is knowledgeable about 

Starfish, who can help train others to create a broader base of power users on each 

campus.   

 

3. Optimize Starfish Use with Consulting – With a reworked integration that allows for 

easier changes and a strong group of users, we would like to have each campus and the 

system office work closely with a Consultant to reevaluate goals and determine how to 

make the system work better to accomplish their student success goals.   
 

The ultimate purpose of this proposal is to help all six institutions within the South 

Dakota Board of Regents feel confident using Starfish, which in turn helps their students achieve 

their personal goals and graduate.  Hobsons would like to assist with getting Starfish up-to-date 

and to a better place in which more processes are automated, users feel they have a better 

understanding of how the system works and feel it’s easier to use, and help each institution 

understand how to gauge and track their students’ success.  They want the institutions to be able 

to identify and celebrate their successes and determine which goals we’re still working towards 

and if there’s a way Starfish can help make that happen.  We have attached the Starfish-Hobson 

proposal as Attachment II. 

 

The Academic Affairs Council and the Starfish Committee would like direction for the 

renewal of the Starfish agreement for all or a portion of the Regental institutions or an initiative 

started to replace it.  

 

RECOMMENDATION: Discussion. 

 


